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In contrast to a previous statement (see Chronicle 07/26/88), on July 27 the Colombian government
announced that it had decided to refrain from sending a representative to a national "dialogue"
arranged by the M-19 guerrillas (April 19 Movement). According to an official communique,
President Virgilio Barco's administration "cannot and will not participate in negotiations or dialogue
that have emerged under a cloud of armed intimidation." The peace talks were the terms for release
of Conservative Party leader Alvaro Gomez Hurtado, kidnapped by M-19 in late May. Discussions
in Panama in early July with representatives of Colombian political parties, the Church and labor
unions led to Gomez's freedom in the third week of July. The government had refused to send
an official delegate to participate in the Panama meetings, stating that negotiations would be
possible only after Gomez was released. After Gomez was released, plans were developed to hold
a round of preliminary talks at the papal nuncio's headquarters in Bogota beginning on July 29.
M-19 invited representatives from the country's major guerrilla groups, all political parties with
seats in the national congress, the Church, major labor unions, and the Barco government. Early
on, spokespersons for the Colombian armed forces expressed objections to peace talks with the
rebels, arguing that negotiations arranged under a previous administration had not resulted in
guerrilla disarmament. The military stated that guerrillas participating in any such talks would
be arrested and duly prosecuted for their past crimes. The July 27 official communique said safe
conduct for guerrilla leaders to attend the talks in Bogota would not be authorized since such
action by the executive would "interfere with the perogatives of the justice system, an autonomous
power...Citizens receiving privileged status via the justice system cannot occur as a result of their
capacity to employ violence, abduction, terrorism, and extortion." Many guerrilla leaders are
charged with criminal offenses, and thus are sought by law enforcement agencies. The communique
was released after a meeting between President Barco and Colombian Bishop Dario Castrillon,
president of the Latin American Bishops Conference. Castrillon reportedly requested that Barco
send an official delegate to the talks, as well as authorize safe conduct for guerrilla representatives
traveling to Bogota. In Caracas, vice president of the Patriotic Union (UP), Diego Montana Cuellar,
told reporters that the government's refusal to participate in the meetings will only exacerbate
its isolation. After describing President Barco as a "prisoner of the army," Montana said that the
Colombian government is effectively a "dictatorship with a democratic facade." The UP leader
mentioned some of the proposals he planned to introduce at the talks in Bogota: broadening
Colombian democratic institutions via constitutional reforms; incorporation of respect for human
rights into the constitution; suspension of the permanent state of emergency; agrarian reform, and
the nationalization of energy resources. Montana said that the ongoing "dirty war" in Colombia was
conceived in part to eliminate the UP. "But for every UP member they kill, two more join us. Those
who support a military solution to Colombia's conflicts are in the minority, since 90% of all citizens
want peace." On July 26, in a communique released to the press, the National Liberation Army
(ELN) announced that it would not participate in the talks arranged by M-19. The communique said
that the "only means to resolve the Colombian conflict is through the establishment of a popular,
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democratic and revolutionary government." However, the ELN said it would suspend attacks
against petroleum facilities as a contribution to the negotiations. In less than two years, ELN has
carried out 82 dynamite attacks on oil pipelines and other facilities. As of July 27, representatives
of M-19, the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC), and the Popular Liberation Army
(EPL) said they would participate in the preliminary round of peace talks. Since the government had
refused safe conduct for guerrilla leaders, the three rebel groups were expected to be represented
by individuals who do not have charges pending against them. [Apparently, M-19 also requested
that representatives of Colombia's "cocaine mafia" attend the talks as well. Members of other rebel
groups were reportedly surprised. M-19 leaders reason that the drug traffickers are responsible
for a significant portion of the daily violence in Colombia, and therefore, should participate in
negotiations to eliminate the "dirty war." The drug cartels are known to have killed not only rivals
in the drug trade and others standing in their way (police, attorneys, public officials, politicians),
but also human rights activists and members of the Patriotic Union and other leftist organizations
who advocate social reforms.] On July 29, Rafael Pardo, government minister in charge of "national
rehabilitation" and Barco's point man on the guerrilla problem, sent a message to participants in the
talks underway in Bogota. Pardo affirmed that the government does not "reject" dialogue with the
guerrillas, but that the talks "must lead to agreements for political coexistence, including procedures
and guarantees producing rebel disarmament and incorporation into national political life." The
message was read to about 60 participants in the talks by Sen. Edmundo Lopez Gomez, a delegate
for the Liberal Party. In the communique, Pardo said the dialogue "may be a fruitful approach that
represents the last opportunity to seek civilized solutions to the conflict." Next, the guerrillas were
requested to present terms under which they would be disposed to disarm. According to Pardo,
negotiating conditions toward disarmament is fundamental toward success in a peace process.
Finally, the communique stated that terms leading to "national reconciliation" would be successful
only if acceptable to all guerrilla groups, not just M-19, the organizer of dialogue. In a message
read by his personal delegate, attorney Ramio Lucio Escobal, M-19 chief Carlos Pizarro said that
the government aspires to negotiations with the guerrillas "under the table, behind closed doors,
behind the backs of the public, as if the country's problems were sources of shame..." Conservative
Party leader Gomez Hurtado told reporters that Pardo's message to the delegates was "a form
of government participation." He added, however, that the Barco administration had attempted
sabotage of the talks by pressuring delegates to refuse to attend. Bishop Castrillon told the delgates
that despite appearances, President Barco had acted thus far acted "morally, and was effectively
present, in that he had demonstrated good faith in considering all concerns surrounding the talks
and conditions put forth by all sides." (Basic data from AP, Prensa Latina, 07/27/88; AP, 07/29/88)
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